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Theories of Change: Modest radicalism or passive revolution? 
Richard Lane 
Abstract 
In 2013, CCAFS began to experiment with a Theory of Change (ToC) approach to planning, 
monitoring and evaluation. An initial pilot phase then lead to ToC being adopted throughout the 
CRP. After outlining the general approach to ToC and their specific usage in CCAFS, this paper re-
conceptualises and broadly problematises the ToCs approach in order highlight its potential or 
otherwise to enable transformative change in order to ask: what kind of future is imagined? What 
kind of transformation is made possible? What kind of knowledge and learning is enabled? What 
kind of actors are produced? 
1. Introduction 
The urgency and necessity of transformational change is being felt now more than ever before. It is 
widely recognised that drastic alterations are required to our economic, energy, social and food 
systems will be required to avoid the worst outcomes of current anthropocene human-nature 
relations. Growing calls for the transformation of food systems have come from researchers, 
policymakers and businesses (Dinesh, Hegger, Klerkx, et al., 2021) and are particularly important, in 
light of both the impact of food systems on the climate and conversely the impacts of climate 
change on food systems.  
The CGIAR Research Program on Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS), aimed to 
precisely address food system-climate change relationships and to effect transformational change. 
Launched in 2011 with an initial budget of US$50 million annually for ten years (S. Vermeulen et al., 
2012, p. 129) as a cross-cutting program of the 15 international agricultural research centres of 
CGIAR and integrating thematic work across partners at global, regional and locals level. CCAFS is an 
interdisciplinary research initiative seeking to address the impacts of climate change through a 
portfolio of projects  (Totin et al., 2018, p. 46) with the overall goal to ‘overcome the additional 
threats posed by a changing climate to achieving food security, enhancing livelihoods and improving 
environmental management’ (Thornton et al., 2017, p. 148). 
During its initial stages as a CGIAR Challenge program (2009-2010) and during Phase I (2011-2014) 
CCAFS was required to make use of a Logical Framework Approach (LFA) to manage its portfolio of 
projects. In 2013, CCAFS began to experiment with a Theory of Change (ToC) approach to planning, 
monitoring and evaluation. An initial pilot, involving six new projects utilising a ToC process was 
subsequently extended throughout the whole of CCAFS during its extension phase (2015-2016) and 
into Phase II (2017-2020). This has been understood as marking a conscious shift from ‘research in 
development’ to ‘research for development’ ‘by taking a theory of change approach to making 
research more outcome oriented’ (Dinesh, Hegger, Vervoort, & Driessen, 2021, p. 2). 
Although there are a multiplicity of specific definitions, methodologies and uses of ToC, allowing for 
flexibility in application and use according to need (Funnell & Rogers, 2011; Thornton et al., 2017; 
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Valters, 2014, 2015; Vogel, 2012), a ToC describes the hypothesized series of changes that are 
expected to occur in a given context as the result of specific activities. It is sometimes considered 
broadly synonymous with both the notion of an ‘intervention logic’(Boston, 2021, p. 2) and also used 
interchangeably with program theory and strategic planning. However, it is frequently characterised 
as a specific exemplar of the former, and generally as broader than the latter (James, 2011). USAID 
provide a useful, general categorisation:   
ToC makes explicit how a project design team thinks outputs from their activities will 
interact with other concurrent activities and contextual conditions to stimulate or enable a 
series of outcomes that will ultimately lead to the achievement of desired objectives. That 
is, it describes in detailed steps, the project design team’s expectations for how the 
activities’ successful implementation will interact with the conditions and outcomes 
produced by other actors to stimulate gradual change. Most initiatives have multiple 
pathways that eventually converge at or before reaching the long term goal. (USAID, 2015, 
p. 9) 
The ToC approach has now become central to both the management of CCAFS project portfolio and 
the broader AR4D sector as indicated by the recent global initiative ‘Transforming Food Systems 
Under a Changing Climate’ (Steiner 2020). As part of the initiative, papers by (Campbell et al., 2018) 
and (Thornton et al., 2018) established a ToC for the transformation of food systems and the likely 
outcomes of these respectively (Dinesh, Hegger, Klerkx, et al., 2021).   
While the use of ToC approaches in CCAFS considered in the various external reviews of the program 
(Anderson et al., 2016; Jobbins and Pillot, 2013; Pillot and Dugue, 2018) and it’s specif ToC process, 
specific analyses (Dinesh, Hegger, Klerkx, et al., 2021; Dinesh, Hegger, Vervoort, Campbell, et al., 
2021; Dinesh, Hegger, Vervoort, & Driessen, 2021) and with respect to outcome evaluation of 
Measuring, Reporting and Verification (Schuetz & Poulos, 2021), the focus of this paper is not an 
attempt to provide a thorough empirical assessment of the utility or validity of the ToC approach. 
Instead, it aims to re-conceptualise and broadly problematise the ToCs approach in order highlight 
its potential or otherwise to enable transformative change.  
 
This paper first outlines the ToC approach and the espoused reasons for its spread throughout the 
research and development sector. It then draws from literatures on futures and anticipatory 
governance, Science and Technology Studies and critical political economy re-conceptualises and 
problematises the ToCs approach in order highlight its potential or otherwise to enable 
transformative change in terms of what kind of future and transformation is imagined, and what 
kind of knowledge, learning and actors are produced. 
 
2. What are ToCs? 
Stein and valters (2012, p. 6) identify four categories of purpose for ToCS that are discrete but 
substantially overlapping in practice: strategic planning; monitoring an evaluation; description and 
learning. With respect to strategic planning, they claim that ToC can enable organisations to 
practically map change processes, outcomes and facilitate project implementation. Here ToCs are 
often used in conjunction with or replicate LFA. Monitoring and evaluation is facilitated through the 
articulation and review of expected processes and outcomes over time. This enables organisations 
to assess their contribution to change and dynamically revise ToCs as needed. ToC allows for project 
3 
 
and program description, often in a graphical form (Archibald et al., 2016) that can be used as a 
communication tool with both internal and external partners. ToC can act as a thinking tool and 
facilitate learning by allowing the clarification and development of the theory behind a project, 
program or organisation. 
In her highly influential review for Comic Relief, (James, 2011) defined a 3-part typology of ToCs 
which seeks to distinguish ToCs according to whether they are evaluative of formative; explanatory 
or exploratory and linear or complex.  This typology should be seen in relation to James’ 
identification of two main categories of ToC. James’ categorical approach is converted into a 
continuum with these categories understood as opposite poles in later work drawing from this (Stein 
& Valters, 2012; Valters, 2014, 2015; Vogel, 2012). The first category is derived from research on 
program evaluation and develops and deploys ToCs as an extension of LFAs and programme theory, 
where the latter focuses on the components, mechanisms, relationships and sequences of causes 
and effects which are presumed to lead to the desired outcomes” (Colter&Taylor10, cited in James, 
8). Here, James points out that in general ToCs here are approached technically and understood as 
precise planning tools (Stein & Valters, 2012, p. 5).  
The second category of approaches are more concerned with exploring how change happens in 
particular contexts. These approaches tend to be less linear and have been associated more with 
systems and complexity thinking. This approach to ToC can emphasise ‘a process that sets out an 
overall vision and all the changes necessary to achieve the vision – not just what the organisation 
can do itself.’ (James, 2011, p. 9). This category of approaches can be seen as exemplified in work 
undertaken by Iñigo Retolaza Eguren for the Dutch NGO Hivos which most importantly focuses on 
the conscious and creative vizualisation of future realities, explicating assumptions regarding how 
these realities could unfold in the immediate future, and a thinking-action approach to identifying 
milestones in combination with collaborative and reflexive learning (Retolaza Eguren 2011, p. 4). 
Within CCAFS, ToC is understood as providing a detailed narrative description of the impact pathway 
for AR4D, with explicit consideration of how changes are anticipated to happen, based on the 
experience, expertise and assumptions of those undertaking the work of change (Dinesh, Hegger, 
Klerkx, et al., 2021, p. 2; Thornton et al., 2017, p. 146). CCAFS implements nested and interrelated 
ToCs at multiple levels, including at overall CGIAR Research Program (CRP) level and for the 
crosscutting gender and social inclusion and scaling climate smart agriculture dimensions; for each 
of its four flagship programs (Priorities and Policies for CSA; Climate-Smart Technologies and 
Practices; Low Emissions Development; Climate Services and Safety Nets) as well as at regional and 
project levels. Nested impact pathways link research activities and outputs to desired outcomes and 
impacts on wellbeing up to the global level of the SDGs (CCAFS 2016, p. 12)   
CCAFS is aligned with the overall CGIAR Strategic Results Framework (SRF) and is therefore 
constrained in terms of goals to the CGIAR System Level Outcomes (SLOs) of Reduced poverty, 
Improved food and nutrition security for health, Improved natural resource systems and ecosystem 
services; and its eight Intermediate Development Outcomes (IDOs) and twelve sub-IDOs (phase 2 
proposal). It can therefore be considered in the first instance as undertaking an approach to ToC 
largely from within James’ (2011) first category. 
CCAFS ToC builds on the theory developed by (Lipper et al., 2014) for Climate Smart Agriculture, 
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which as the Phase II proposal notes, recommends four areas of action: building evidence; 
developing capacity of institutions and services; coordinating climate and agricultural policies; and 
undertaking stable, strategic investment to reach scale (CCAFS 2016, p. 13). The Phase II ToC was 
updated to integrate the ten principles of effective behaviour by AR4D programs and researchers 
established by Vermeulen and Campbell (2015) which drew from internal learning within the CCAFS 
program, external evaluations on specific program activities and the authors own previous 
experience. 
3. Why are tocs? 
James notes that contemporary interest in ToC is spurred by a number of factors. First, a general 
dissatisfaction with logical frameworks as a means of planning, governing and evaluating complex 
programmes. Second, an increased awareness of and focus on complexity and systems-analysis 
based approaches to change. Third, intra-organisational learning, resulting in questions regarding 
what kind of impact organisations are having. Fourth, a greater demand from funders to 
demonstrate impact. Fifth, a recognition that prior programmes have focused on activities rather 
than change per se. Sixth, the necessity to prioritise within programmes to ensure that aims are met 
(James, 2011, pp. 2–3). 
In a similar fashion, Vogel (2012, p.8) notes three key drivers for the mainstreaming of ToC in 
international development. First, the prevalence of the results agenda has driven the need to 
demonstrate impact. Evaluation has become prominent due to the requirement for evidence of 
results and for the attribution of program efficacy. Transparency in this environment is prefaced 
upon making justifications for program decision making more explicit. Second, there is a growing 
recognition of the non-linearity of change and complexities, ambiguities and uncertainties in areas 
that involve complex political and social changes. A ToC approach here is considered to help address 
the challenges of complexity. Emphasis on country ownership, and multi-stakeholder engagement 
enabling cooperation and collaboration with local actors has become increasingly prominent. ToCs 
are viewed as producing realistic and politically-informed mappings of contexts, actors and 
capacities. 
In the CCAFS case specifically, ToC approaches are considered to address the drawbacks of LFA, most 
importantly  that it: does not adequately involve key stakeholders and their networks to achieve 
impact; does not provide managers with sufficient information to enable learning or to enable 
adequate reporting to funding agencies; and does not provide a research framework within which 
the change processes that are sought can be examined (Thornton 2017, p. 147). More 
fundamentally, an approach based on ToC is seen as enabling learning as ‘the critical element of 
innovation in complex systems’ (Douthwaite et al., 2003; Thornton et al., 2017, p. 147). 
In detailing the CCAFS experience in implementing AR4D on a ToC basis, Thornton et al (2017) 
highlight several issues and refer to four over-arching elements (flexibility, learning, effectiveness 
and incentives) that were observed through the progressive development and roll-out of the CCAFS 
ToC approach. With respect to the overarching elements, Thornton et al. (20117) state that the need 
for flexibility in the design of the ToC process. In the CCAFS case, initial ToC development was 
redefined and simplified (Schuetz et al., 2014) in order to produce to produce a simple model that 
enabled broad buy-in. At the same time, flexibility is required to enable the aggregation of outputs, 
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outcomes and targets across different levels of the overall CCAFS program. Second, the role of 
learning is emphasised. The ToC approach is considered to enable robust, policy and investment 
relevant knowledge to be generated through adaptive management. This involved the development 
of a dedicated internal learning and reporting platform - Managing Agricultural Research for 
Learning and Outcomes (MARLO). Third, the question of effectiveness is raised. Here the necessity of 
providing value for money is emphasised. While the effectiveness of ToC approaches here is 
uncertain, there are grounds for optimism. Fourth, the provision of appropriate incentives through a 
ToC approach implies the possibility of a shift in incentives for research production from one focused 
on the publication of peer-reviewed articles that may or may not deliver development outcomes to 
the rewarding of different forms of excellence and the recognition of broader participation within 
AR4D: ‘ The development of theories of change can lead all participants, whatever their skills, to give 
thought to what lies between solid science, great interventions, and their positive developmental 
impact, by allowing teams to monitor, reflect, evaluate and learn. (Thornton et al. 2017, p. 152) 
However, ToC approaches do not present a straightforward panacea to issues of planning, 
management and evaluation (Thornton 2017, p. 147) and have been subject to a number of general 
criticisms (Archibald et al., 2016; Graig 2015; James 2011, Valters 2014, 2015, Stein & Valters 2012, , 
Sharrock 2017). Valters (2014, p. 4) lists four issues that it is important to highlight here: 
insuffuciently problematised assumptions; ToCs as a product as well as a process; ToC as a 
buzzword; and a relience upon linear thinking. As Valters notes. these issues are not unique to ToCs 
per se (Valters 2014, p.4), but they do reinforce concern with an earlier comment made by Carol 
Weiss - perhaps the most important broad populariser of ToC - on the role of politics in policy-
oriented research. Namely that the necessity of policy relevance can constrain the focus of research 
within the horizon of the political present, and that the failure to articulate alternate assumptions 
and causal stories ‘may create conditions in which ToC approaches allow us ‘to know more but 
understand less.’(Weiss 1995; paraphrased in Stein & valters, 2012, p.7).  
However, within the literature these criticisms are routinely and swiftly side-lined in favour of 
establishing frameworks for the implementation of ToC. For example, simply noting that ToCs do not 
provide a panacea to issues of planning, management and evaluation is both the beginning and 
ending of broader critical consideration by Thornton et al. (2017) - although they make several 
specific critical points in reference to the application of ToC in CCAFS. Valters himself in 2015 rapidly 
addresses his early critical points through the provision of a series of four key principles and 
ultimately concludes that ToC is a ‘radically reformist’ agenda for development. That is, one that is 
both sensitive to longstanding and ongoing critiques of development thinking and practice, but 
nevertheless strives for improvements within and through the existing system (Valters 2015, p. 16). 
However, questions remain.  
The next section will outline existing criticisms of ToC via Valters (2014). These criticisms will 
themselves be further developed, drawing from literatures on futures, Science and Technology 
Studies and critical political economy in order to ask: what kind of future is imagined? What kind of 
transformation is made possible? What kind of knowledge and learning is enabled? What kind of 
actors are produced? 
4. What kind of future, and transformation is imagined?  
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ToCs can be based on ‘weak and selective evidence bases and build in all kinds of assumptions about 
the world that are not sufficiently problematised’ (Valters 2014, p.4). As such, they can result in a 
misleading sense of critical and reflexive engagement by programme and project managers and both 
obscure and reinforce the problems they purport to solve. This opens up questions of what remains 
implicit and assumed within the basic orientation of ToCs at a variety of levels and how an approach 
that is focused on making underlying assumptions and causal relationships explicit involves and 
indeed is made possible by the concurrent making of certain issues, concerns and approaches 
implicit and in a sense, unthinkable.  
Most fundamentally here, ToCs have a clear future orientation, involving the development of an 
anticipated causal pathway of change that is focused on specific long-term outcomes (Bours et al. 
2014 McLellan, 2021). Although ‘[a] ToC articulates a vision of social change, and describes the 
assumptions about the sequential relationships between interventions and change’ (Butler et al., 
2016, p. 7) the relation between this future orientation and some implicit future is less clear and this 
raises issues around how ToCs can be considered as a form of anticipatory governance in that they 
govern in the present in order to anticipate, and bring about some desired future goal (Muiderman 
et al., 2020). As such, ToC can be considered as part of a broader research field focused on 
transformations and systems resilience (Feola, 2015). Here anticipatory engagement with potential 
futures is essential inorder to bring about transformations for sustainability, to anticipate 
unintended and unforeseen consequences and to support ‘pro-active, long-term panning of societal 
innovation, including through deliberation (Muiderman et al., 2020, pp. 4–5).  
The approach of Science and Technology Studies (STS) can usefully be brought to bear here. Broadly, 
STS begins from the consideration ‘that the future is marked by irresolvable uncertainties and 
unknowns. Any attempt to reduce it to something that is manageable inevitably privileges particular 
ways of thinking and specific priorities.’ (Muiderman et al., 2020). In this sense, ToCs can be 
considered not as a neutral tool but as reflecting the thinking, implicit assumptions and power 
relations of those involved in funding them, shaping them and in terms of their intended target. Any 
claims about the future, including those that are presented without a normative dimension as a 
straightforward public good, or reduced to an apparent technical target involve political dimensions, 
assumptions and representations that have performative effects in the present (Andersson, 2018; 
Mangnus et al., 2021; Muiderman et al., 2020) Drawing from (Pulver & VanDeveer, 2009; Sarkki et 
al., 2017; Sova et al., 2015) Muiderman et al. note that ‘all claims about the future, even when 
developed through deliberative processes, have the power to call into being specific futures by 
shaping present-day choices. This could be, for example, through limiting future climate mitigation 
and adaptation possibilities to the pragmatism of current regimes’ (Muiderman et al., 2020, p. 9). 
We should therefore ask not only whose ToC is it really, and whose interests are considered, but also 
who is it for, whose future does it imagine, and by acting as a mechanism of anticipatory 
governance, how does it perform this future?  
Citing a critical review of the role of ‘political economy analysis’ in development research (Fisher and 
Marquette 2014), Valters notes a similar issue that can be brought to bear with respect to ToCs - 
namely, that they are themselves a product and not simply a process used to foster greater 
reflexivity in research management. Related directly to issue three, this again requires consideration 
of what ToCs do in the broader sense and for whom, irrespective of their success in raising 
transparency around causal assumptions and ability to foster reflexive learning. Taking ToC seriously 
as an object in itself - and as something that has involved a transformational change in terms of 
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CCAFS project planning and governance - fosters the question of whether and how it presents 
opportunities for transformational change more broadly (instead of assuming this) and its potential 
role in what could be termed, oxymoronically ‘transformational non-change’, or stabilising the status 
quo ante. 
Perhaps one of the most directly useful STS concepts that can be used to elucidate these issues is 
that of sociotechnical imaginaries (Jasanoff & Kim, 2009, 2015). For Jasanoff and Kim, these are 
‘collectively imagined forms of social life and social order reflected in the design and fulfilment of 
nation specific scientific and/or technological projects’ (Jasanoff & Kim, 2009, p. 120). Jasanoff and 
Kim later expand this definition to include the international/global and regional levels (Jasanoff & 
Kim, 2015, p. 4). They argue that ‘[i]maginaries, moreover, encode not only visions of what is 
attainable through science and technology but also of how life ought, or ought not, to be lived; in 
this respect they express a society’s shared under standings of good and evil.’(Jasanoff & Kim, 2015, 
p. 4). These sociotechnical imaginaries are understood as ‘collectively held, institutionally stabilized, 
and publicly performed visions of desirable futures, animated by shared under standings of forms of 
social life and social order attainable through, and supportive of, advances in science and 
technology.’ (Jasanoff & Kim, 2015, p. 4).  
So if we consider ToC as a form of sociotechnical imaginary, how is the future understood and 
deployed within the CCAFS ToC approach? As noted earlier, CCAFS implements a form of nested ToC 
and impact pathway structure (citations). Within this structure the ToCs are broadly constrained by 
the specific requirement to work towards aspects of the overall CGIAR SRP - which is itself designed 
in line with the UN Sustainable Development agenda, as given in the (date) Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). Lower level CCAFS ToCs (Flagship Programs, regions and specific 
projects) take as future goals CGIAR IDOs and Sub-IDOs which are considered as requirements for 
achieving the overall SDOs.  
Placing this within the Muldermann et al. (2020) ideal-typical schema, this overall structure appears 
as a form of hybrid approach to anticipatory governance that utilises elements of approach 1 
(probable futures, strategic planning, and risk reduction) and approach 2 (plausible futures, 
enhanced prepardeness, and navigating uncertainty). The future goals (SLOs) are set and the means 
of achieving these through the achievement of IDOs and sub-IDOs can be rendered as a form of 
qualitative backcasting as a means of strategic planning. While there is a concerted effort to bring 
elements of future into dialogue with the scientists, policy makers and other stakeholders involved 
in the development of ToCs at the lower level, this highlights the question of whether the ‘co-
production’ of ToCs here can enable a meaningful, reflexive discussion of the future goals 
themselves. 
But what kind of future is imagined here? In a sense, what is implicit is that the future looks basically 
like the present, albeit with reduced poverty, Improved food and nutrition security for health, and 
Improved natural resource systems and ecosystem services. The SLOs can arguably be viewed as 
agnostic with respect to global, regional and national socio-economic and socio-natural structures, 
democratic accountability, differing levels and models of public versus private ownership and 
financing, the institutional forms and modes of control within a highly concentrated global food 
system, or the attribution of intellectual property laws. However, a straightforward case can be 
made that the future present implicit in the overall CCAFS ToC approach and its role as an 
anticipatory governance mechanism acts to reconstitute and stabilise current forms and modes of 
8 
 
power, authority and control. Given the vast wealth and income inequalities presented in the 2022 
World Inequality Report (Chancel et al. 2022), nearly one in three people experiencing moderate or 
severe food insecurity in 2020 - a number that has been rising since 2014 (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP 
and WHO. 2021), and what is characterised by (Stoddard et al., 2021) as three decades of failing to 
bend the climate curve given the failures of leadership, entrenched geopolitical, industrial and 
military power and the predominance of orthodox research traditions (particularly in economics) - 
working towards a future present is manifestly deleterious to the forms of sustainability 
transformation required to adapt agriculture and food systems to a changing climate. 
Conceptualising ToC as a form of anticipatory governance through the lens of a sociotechnical 
imaginaries approach highlights the role of the imagined, or rather the absent imagination of the 
future and its implications here. This leads directly to the question of what kind of future 
transformations are made possible, and what may be rendered unthinkable? This question will be 
further explored in the next section but this also implies that consideration be given to the flexibility 
of the approach in CCAFS, not just with respect to the simplicity of the ToC construction process as 
highlighted by Thornton et al. (2017), but with respect to the top-down and in a sense external 
(CGIAR driven) nature of the overall future goals that CCAFS is oriented towards, and whether and 
how this can be challenged from below. 
5. What kind of knowledge, learning and actors are produced?  
Valters also raises the practical question of the faddish nature of TOCs is raised, as ‘many 
practitioners feel that they have sen this kind of thing before, its underpinning idea full of promise, 
but quickly discarded if it challenges power too much or is longer a buzzword in the industry’ 
(Valters 2014, p. 4; see also James 2011). While the practitioners referred to here are specifically 
those in the development sector, similar dynamics are at play with respect to AR4D, and transfer of 
particular ideas between professionals working specifically within development and the science-
policy and research for development spheres is evidenced clearly by the adoption of ToC approaches 
itself. However, it is not simply the question of the longevity of particular approaches that is a 
concern here. Linked to issues one and two, is the question of how approaches are developed, 
accommodate to and are formalised in such a way not simply to avoid challenging existing power 
structures, but to work within and stabilise these. This implies questioning the expansion of 
evaluation as a bureaucratic and managerial technique and how the history, development and 
application of ToCs relate to these. 
Dhillon and Vaca (2018) note that the foundations of Theories of Change go back to the mid-20th 
century, the concept was explicitly introduced into the field of evaluation in the 90s through a 
variety of names, including program theory, program logic and impact pathways. At this point, 
evaluators were struggling with the increasing complexity of projects in the absence of clear 
frameworks with which to assess multiple, interlinked outcomes (James 2011, p.2). Within this field 
ToC is most closely linked to Carol Weiss, the Aspen Institute for Humanistic Studies in New York and 
the independent research and capacity building organisation ActKnowledge, also based in New York. 
Weiss had been writing on evaluation research and its relation to politics and policymaking since the 
early 1970s (Weiss, 1973, 1977), but in 1995 she was a participant at a roundtable on Community 
change hosted by the Aspen Institute, and it is in the report following from this where she argued for 
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the need to make the implicit pathways between outcomes and the activities that lead to them 
‘Plausible, doable and testable’ (Shapiro 2005) and espoused the articulation of ToCs for complex 
community initiative in order to improve evaluation (James 2011, p.2) 
It is from this point that ToC as an approach to program and project governance first began its broad 
propagation. ActKnowledge built on the Aspen Institute and went on to establish the Center for 
Theory of Change, and it is from this Center and its website as well as Andrea Anderson’s original 
guidelines from the Aspen center that ToC began to spread through the development sector (James 
(2011; Vogel 2012). In fact, the 2015 USAID document ‘Technical References for FFP Development  
Food Assistance Projects’ (USAID 2015) explicitly draws from the Center for Theory of Change 
guidelines in establishing ToC as a mandatory program design element for partners. So contra 
James’ explicit argument that there are two particular strands of development and social practice 
that ToC is derived from (which was has become commonplace in reviews and overviews of ToC  as 
indicated above) it should be viewed as overwhelmingly a North American innovation from within 
the specific fields of evaluation and Results Based Management. 
Concerns over complexity and how this relates to research and development to effect 
transformation have only increased since the 90s. This has been given a specific conceptual 
underpinning with the spread of systems thinking and complexity theory - itself a specific North 
American innovation whose origins lay in the mid-20th century and came to be central to the 
management of public programs in the US in part through the work of the RAND corporation (Knafo, 
2020). Systems thinking underpins the prevalent conception of transformation within agricultural 
research and CCAFS specifically as ‘system innovation’ (Dinesh, Hegger, Klerkx, et al., 2021; 
Douthwaite et al., 2003; Jordan & Warner, 2010; Klerkx et al., 2010; S. J. Vermeulen et al., 2020). 
Since 2012, within USAID ‘[T]he mantra of “collaborating, learning and adapting” has been adopted 
to reflect a desire to be more “complexity-aware.’’’ (Sharrock, 2017, p. 36). 
As part of the ongoing CGIAR reform process, in 2011 the SRF was adopted along with the four 
CGIAR SLOs. At this time the CGIARs Independent Science & Partnership Council (ISPC) 
commissioned a think-piece on ToC and impact pathways that recommended these be adopted 
within CRPs in order to ‘consciously transition towards a more coherent and focused program 
building around the components that most clearly targeted the System Level Outcomes (the central 
CRP goals).’ (ISPC, 2012). While this resulted in the initial CCAFS Toc pilot projects, this should be 
seen in reference to the broader spread of ToC approaches within the research and development 
sector and specifically in relation to the primary influence of USAID to both window 3 (funder 
defined) funding and providing US$1.25 trillion (23.38%) of the CGIAR trust fund since 2011 (second 
largest funder is the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation at 16.8%).  
In this sense a fairly direct line can be traced between evaluation research as a response to program 
complexity understood in systems analytic terms and the momentum for, and approach to, ToC as a 
tool of Results Based Management. This leads to a number of particular questions. 
First, how does the emphasis on evaluation influence the type of research undertaken? Similarly to 
points made above, one issue here is that within AR4D generally, researchers are positioned within a 
‘science as politics’ space and ‘without enormous commitment on their part, they end up, 
intentionally or not, serving the already empowered in the globalization of food systems.’ (Dinesh, 
10 
 
Hegger, Vervoort, & Driessen, 2021). Dinesh notes that in opposition to what he characterises, 
following (Clark et al., 2016), as producing ‘enlightenment’ knowledge - oriented towards advancing 
basic understandings of key issues regardless of short-term application, this is not prevalent within 
the CCAFS knowledge system (Dinesh, Hegger, Vervoort, & Driessen, 2021, p. 10). However, while 
Dinesh et al. argue a culture of evaluation and reflexivity is required to catalyze the further 
development of enlightenment thinking, the ubiquitous requirement for researchers to generate 
evaluable ‘impact’ within the evaluation schema and constrained future imaginary of CCAFS renders 
the impact on the types of knowledge generated here as potentially less amenable to addressing key 
challenges. 
One key component of the influence of evaluation on research and knowledge production here and 
its emphasis on evaluation through metrics of performance within a general RBM governance 
framework, is the disincentive to undertake (and subsequently report) ‘risky’ research that results in 
failure. Here the question of how the focus on ToC as a planning and evaluation technology 
structures, sequences and anticipates the effects of scientists’ actions on desired future 
transformation. This implies a diminution of the importance and role of failure in learning within ToC 
given its basis in and focus on evaluation and an inhibition of the ability for ‘intelligent failure’ that 
can still produce essential learning (Dinesh, Hegger, Vervoort, Campbell, et al., 2021). This can be 
considered in relation to the use of CCAFS internal learning and reporting platform, MARLO. This 
acts as both a technical infrastructure for learning within the program and simultaneously its portal 
for the evaluation of projects. It is possible here that in contradiction to the positive impacts for 
incentives and learning enabled by a ToC approach as highlighted by Thonnton et al. (2017), 
elements of the CCAFS ToC provide a perverse incentive against learning under the emphasis on 
evaluation. 
Second, ToCs can ‘encourage ‘linear, mechanistic and teleological thinking’ based on assumptions 
regarding the accuracy and predictability of the outcomes of interventions (Valters 2014, p.4). That 
is, ‘[s]ocial development programming does not take place in a laboratory’ (Archibald et al., 2016, p. 
121). More than the simple recognition of real-world complexity, this again highlights the role of 
assumed and implicit theories of why a programme or project will work, ‘why a precondition or set 
of preconditions is necessary and sufficient for movement from outcome to outcome’ (USAID 2015, 
p. 12) or indeed, from outcome to impact. ToC ‘...represents the team’s best understanding or 
hypothesis, at that point in time, of how engagement and other approaches can bridge the gap 
between research outputs and outcomes in development’.(Thornton et al., 2017, p. 146) But as 
Graig puts it, it may be more appropriate to refer to ToCs as CoCs ‘Conjectures of Change’, based 
often on ‘wishful thinking’ (Craig 2015).  
In the case of CCAFS ToCs, a clear example is in the relationship between outcomes and impact as 
understood in the relationship between next-users and end-users. For (Stein & Valters, 2012), it is 
necessary to interrogate the role of the end-user in developing the understanding of the change 
process and is linked to the often vague invocations of stakeholder involvement in ToC development 
(Stein and Valters 2012, p.15). But again this raises broader questions about how certain political 
assumptions and imaginaries are hard-coded into ToC design.  
Within CCAFS, changes in next-user knowledge, attitudes, skills and practices are considered 
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essential to enabling smallholder farmers (end-users) to adopt new climate-resilient agricultural 
practices, which mandates timely, high impact research with stakeholders. This is the overall 
Knowledge to Action theory of change. CCAFS ToCs define next-users and end-users at a variety of 
levels and considerable effort is placed on identifying next-user/end-user relations.  Next-users are 
defined broadly as ‘national and international research and education institutions, private sector, 
extension organizations, governments both at local and national scales, regional organisations such 
as river basin organisations and NGOs. Next-users access and use CG products directly. They can 
create an environment that enables the target impact for end-users; also decision makers that we 
want to influence to achieve outcomes. They help to bring ideas and tools to scale and into new 
arenas.’(Schuetz et al., 2014, p. 44). Whereas end-users are ‘[t]he beneficiary population; usually 
quite massive, making it unfeasible for a project or program to work with them directly. - they are 
not of a focus and direct work partners’(Schuetz et al., 2014, p. 44). 
Here, the emphasis on evaluation and evaluability re-emphasises the hierarchical and linear 
deployment of knowledge, replicating and reinforcing the linear AR4D impact pathway and 
potentially de-emphasising the potential for end-users - the people for whom the program is 
focused on making positive transformational change - to engage in the co-production of knowledge 
as meaningful stakeholders. Perhaps more importantly, it constructs end-users as passive consumers 
not only of knowledge but given the focus on generating innovative policy outcomes and products, 
as the passive consumers of these. That is, as actors without political agency. 
6. Conclusion 
While questions over what exactly the status is of the ‘theory’ in Theories of Change are a common 
part of the literature, ToCs themselves are not generally explicitly theorised as a particular form or 
type of process, product or mode of governing development and research planning, management 
and evaluation. This is not an especially surprising oversight given their basis within the field of 
evaluation where both their purpose is largely taken as given, and where the emphasis is on deriving 
principles and frameworks for their successful application. They are generally framed then simply in 
terms of their necessity and potential benefit. While ToCs have become a key management tool in 
research for development, it is therefore important to consider how they work, and with what 
particular consequences. 
Modest radicalism refers to the conclusion of Valters (2015) when he claims that the ToC approach 
presents a ‘radically reformist’ agenda for development. That is, one that is both sensitive to 
longstanding and ongoing critiques of development thinking and practice, but nevertheless strives 
for improvements within and through the existing system. This paper has sought to highlight the 
possibility of an alternative reading of the ToC approach, namely the Gramscian concept of ‘passive 
revolution’. Passive revolution refers to elite driven processes that fundamentally maintain existing 
social structures and power relations. The classic characterisation of this is given in the quote from 
Prince Don Fabrizio Corbera of Salina in Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa’s novel ‘Il Gattopardo’ (cited 
in Cox, 2007): “Everything must change so that everything can remain the same”  
7. Acknowledgements 
The author would like to acknowledge funding from the CGIAR Research Program on Climate 
Change, Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS), which is carried out with support from the CGIAR 
12 
 
Trust Fund and through bilateral funding agreements (See https://ccafs.cgiar.org/donors. The views 
expressed in this document cannot be taken to reflect the official positions of these organisations. 
 
8. References 
Anderson, S., Khan, F., Robledo, C., and Roth, C. (2016). Evaluation of the CGIAR Research Program 
on Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS). Rome, Italy: Independent 
Evaluation Arrangement (IEA) of the CGIAR. 
Andersson, J. (2018). The future of the world: Futurology, futurists, and the struggle for the post Cold 
War imagination. http://public.eblib.com/choice/publicfullrecord.aspx?p=5457353 
Archibald, T., Sharrock, G., Buckley, J., & Cook, N. (2016). Assumptions, conjectures, and other 
miracles: The application of evaluative thinking to theory of change models in community 
development. Evaluation and Program Planning, 59, 119–127. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evalprogplan.2016.05.015 
Boston, J. (2021). Assessing the options for combatting democratic myopia and safeguarding long-
term interests. Futures, 125, 102668. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2020.102668 
Bours, D., McGinn, C., Pringle, P., 2014. Guidance Note 1: Twelve Reasons Why Climate Change 
Adaptation M&E is Challenging. SEA Change CoP, Phnom Penh and UKCIP, Oxford. 
Butler, J. R. A., Suadnya, W., Yanuartati, Y., Meharg, S., Wise, R. M., Sutaryono, Y., & Duggan, K. 
(2016). Priming adaptation pathways through adaptive co-management: Design and 
evaluation for developing countries. Climate Risk Management, 12, 1–16. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.crm.2016.01.001 
Campbell, B. M., Hansen, J., Rioux, J., Stirling, C. M., Twomlow, S., & (Lini) Wollenberg, E. (2018). 
Urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts (SDG 13): Transforming agriculture 
and food systems. Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, 34, 13–20. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2018.06.005 
CCAFS. 2016. Full Proposal 2017-2022 for Phase II of the CGIAR Research Program on Climate 
Change, Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS). Copenhagen, Denmark: CGIAR Research 
Program on Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS) 
Chancel, L., Piketty, T., Saez, E., Zucman, G. et al. World Inequality Report 2022, World Inequality 
Lab. 
Clark, W. C., Tomich, T. P., Noordwijk, M. van, Guston, D., Catacutan, D., Dickson, N. M., & McNie, E. 
(2016). Boundary work for sustainable development: Natural resource management at the 
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR). Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences, 113(17), 4615–4622. 
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0900231108 
Cox, Robert W. (2007). Review of the book Unravelling Gramsci: Hegemony and Passive Revolution 
in the Global Political Economy, by A. D. Morton. Capital & Class, 31(3), pp. 258-261 
Dhillon, L., & Vaca, S. (2018). Refining theories of change. Journal of MultiDisciplinary Evaluation, 
14(30). 
Dinesh, D., Hegger, D. L. T., Klerkx, L., Vervoort, J., Campbell, B. M., & Driessen, P. P. J. (2021). 
Enacting theories of change for food systems transformation under climate change. Global 
Food Security, 31, 100583. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gfs.2021.100583 
Dinesh, D., Hegger, D. L. T., Vervoort, J. M., & Driessen, P. P. J. (2021). A Changing Climate for 
Knowledge Generation in Agriculture: Lessons to Institutionalize Science-Policy Engagement. 
Frontiers in Climate, 3, 615463. https://doi.org/10.3389/fclim.2021.615463 
Dinesh, D., Hegger, D., Vervoort, J., Campbell, B. M., & Driessen, P. P. J. (2021). Learning from failure 
at the science–policy interface for climate action in agriculture. Mitigation and Adaptation 
Strategies for Global Change, 26(1), 2. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11027-021-09940-x 
Douthwaite, B., Kuby, T., van de Fliert, E., & Schulz, S. (2003). Impact pathway evaluation: An 
13 
 
approach for achieving and attributing impact in complex systems. Agricultural Systems, 
78(2), 243–265. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0308-521X(03)00128-8 
FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO. 2021. The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 
2021. Transforming food systems for food security, improved nutrition and affordable 
healthy diets for all. Rome, FAO. 
Feola, G. (2015). Societal transformation in response to global environmental change: A review of 
emerging concepts. Ambio, 44(5), 376–390. https://doi.org/10.1007/s13280-014-0582-z 
Funnell, S. C., & Rogers, P. J. (2011). Purposeful Program Theory. 
ISPC. (2012). Strategic overview of CGIAR Research programs Part I. Theories of Change and Impact 
Pathways. CGIAR. 
Graig, E. (2015a). The theory of change approach. . http://www.slideshare.net/EricGraig/the-theory-
of-change-approach. 
James, C. (2011). Theory of Change Review: A Report Commissioned by Comic Relief. Comic Relief. 
Jasanoff, S., & Kim, S.-H. (2009). Containing the Atom: Sociotechnical Imaginaries and Nuclear Power 
in the United States and South Korea. Minerva, 47(2), 119. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11024-
009-9124-4 
Jasanoff, S., & Kim, S.-H. (2015). Dreamscapes of Modernity: Sociotechnical Imaginaries and the 
Fabrication of Power. University of Chicago Press. 
http://www.bibliovault.org/BV.landing.epl?ISBN=9780226276663 
Jobbins, G., and Pillot, D. (2013). Review of CGIAR Research Programme 7: Climate Change, 
Agriculture and Food Security. Copenhagen, Denmark: European Commission and 
International Fund for Agricultural Development. 
Jordan, N., & Warner, K. D. (2010). Enhancing the Multifunctionality of US Agriculture. BioScience, 
60(1), 60–66. https://doi.org/10.1525/bio.2010.60.1.10 
Klerkx, L., Aarts, N., & Leeuwis, C. (2010). Adaptive management in agricultural innovation systems: 
The interactions between innovation networks and their environment. Agricultural Systems, 
103(6), 390–400. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agsy.2010.03.012 
Knafo, S. (2020). Neoliberalism and the origins of public management. Review of International 
Political Economy, 27(4), 780–801. https://doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2019.1625425 
Lipper, L., Thornton, P., Campbell, B. M., Baedeker, T., Braimoh, A., Bwalya, M., Caron, P., Cattaneo, 
A., Garrity, D., Henry, K., Hottle, R., Jackson, L., Jarvis, A., Kossam, F., Mann, W., McCarthy, 
N., Meybeck, A., Neufeldt, H., Remington, T., … Torquebiau, E. F. (2014). Climate-smart 
agriculture for food security. Nature Climate Change, 4(12), 1068–1072. 
https://doi.org/10.1038/nclimate2437 
Mangnus, A. C., Oomen, J., Vervoort, J. M., & Hajer, M. A. (2021). Futures literacy and the diversity 
of the future. Futures, 132, 102793. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2021.102793 
McLellan, T. (2021). Impact, theory of change, and the horizons of scientific practice. Social Studies 
of Science, 51(1), 100–120. https://doi.org/10.1177/0306312720950830 
Muiderman, K., Gupta, A., Vervoort, J., & Biermann, F. (2020). Four approaches to anticipatory 
climate governance: Different conceptions of the future and implications for the present. 
WIREs Climate Change, 11(6). https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.673 
Pillot, D., and Dugue, M.-J. (2018). CGIAR Review 2018: CCAFS Case Study: Climate Change, 
Agriculture and Food Security. Montpellier: European Commission and Internation Fund for 
Agricultural Development. 
Pulver, S., & VanDeveer, S. D. (2009). “Thinking About Tomorrows”: Scenarios, Global Environmental 
Politics, and Social Science Scholarship. Global Environmental Politics, 9(2), 1–13. 
https://doi.org/10.1162/glep.2009.9.2.1 
Retolaza, I. E. (2011). Theory of Change. A thinking and action approach to navigate in the 
complexity of social change processes. UNDP/HIVOS. 
Sarkki, S., Ficko, A., Grunewald, K., Kyriazopoulos, A. P., & Nijnik, M. (2017). How pragmatism in 
environmental science and policy can undermine sustainability transformations: The case of 
14 
 
marginalized mountain areas under climate and land-use change. Sustainability Science, 
12(4), 549–561. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-016-0411-3 
Schuetz, T., Förch, W., & Thornton, P. K. (2014). Revised CCAFS Theory of Change Facilitation Guide 
(version 15). CGIAR Research Program on Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security 
(CCAFS). 
Schuetz, T., & Poulos, A. (2021). Outcome Evaluation and Indicative Impact Assessment of the CGIAR 
Research Program on Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS) work on 
Measuring, Reporting and Verification (MRV (CCAFS Working Paper No. 364). CGIAR 
Research Program on Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS). 
https://cgspace.cgiar.org/bitstream/handle/10568/114951/WP%20364%20MRV%20Impact
%20assessment.pdf?sequence=5&isAllowed=y 
Shapiro I, Theories of change. Beyond Intractability. Jan 2005. 
http://www.beyondintractability.org/essay/theories_of_change/ 
Sharrock, G. O. (2017). Response to: Getting beneath the surface in program planning, monitoring 
and evaluation: Learning from use of Participatory Action Research and Theory of Change in 
the CGIAR Research Program on Aquatic Agricultural Systems. Action Research, 15(1), 35–38. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1476750317700476 
Sova, C., Vervoort, J., Thornton, T., Helfgott, A., Matthews, D., & Chaudhury, A. (2015). Exploring 
farmer preference shaping in international agricultural climate change adaptation regimes. 
Environmental Science & Policy, 54, 463–474. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2015.08.008 
Stein, D., & Valters, C. (2012). UNDERSTANDING THEORY OF CHANGE IN INTERNATIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT (JSRP Paper 1; p. 25). 
Steiner, A., Aguilar, G., Bomba, K., Bonilla, J. P., Campbell, A., Echeverria, R., ... & Zebiak, S. (2020). 
Actions to Transform Food Systems under Climate Change. CGIAR Research Program on 
Climate Change, Agriculture and Food Security (CCAFS), Wageningen, The Netherlands. 
Stoddard, I., Anderson, K., Capstick, S., Carton, W., Depledge, J., Facer, K., Gough, C., Hache, F., 
Hoolohan, C., Hultman, M., Hällström, N., Kartha, S., Klinsky, S., Kuchler, M., Lövbrand, E., 
Nasiritousi, N., Newell, P., Peters, G. P., Sokona, Y., … Williams, M. (2021). Three Decades of 
Climate Mitigation: Why Haven’t We Bent the Global Emissions Curve? Annual Review of 
Environment and Resources, 46(1), null. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-012220-
011104 
Thornton, P., Dinesh, D., Cramer, L., Loboguerrero, A. M., & Campbell, B. (2018). Agriculture in a 
changing climate: Keeping our cool in the face of the hothouse. Outlook on Agriculture, 
47(4), 283–290. https://doi.org/10.1177/0030727018815332 
Thornton, P., Schuetz, T., Förch, W., Cramer, L., Abreu, D., Vermeulen, S., & Campbell, B. (2017). 
Responding to global change: A theory of change approach to making agricultural research 
for development outcome-based. Agricultural Systems, 152, 145–153. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agsy.2017.01.005 
Totin, E., Butler, J. R., Sidibé, A., Partey, S., Thornton, P. K., & Tabo, R. (2018). Can scenario planning 
catalyse transformational change? Evaluating a climate change policy case study in Mali. 
Futures, 96, 44–56. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2017.11.005 
USAID. (2015). Technical references for FFP development food assistance projects. Bureau of 
democracy, conflict, and humanitarian assistance office of food for peace (FFP). 
Valters, C. (2014). Theories of Change in International Development: Communication, Learning, or 
Accountability? (JSRP Paper 17). 
Valters, C. (2015). Theories of Change Time for a radical approach to learning in development. 
Overseas Development Institute. 
Vermeulen, S. J., & Campbell, B. M. (2015). Ten principles for effective AR4D programs. 
https://cgspace.cgiar.org/handle/10568/67897 
Vermeulen, S. J., Park, T., Khoury, C. K., & Béné, C. (2020). Changing diets and the transformation of 




Vermeulen, S., Zougmoré, R., Wollenberg, E., Thornton, P., Nelson, G., Kristjanson, P., Kinyangi, J., 
Jarvis, A., Hansen, J., Challinor, A., Campbell, B., & Aggarwal, P. (2012). Climate change, 
agriculture and food security: A global partnership to link research and action for low-
income agricultural producers and consumers. Current Opinion in Environmental 
Sustainability, 4(1), 128–133. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2011.12.004 
Vogel, I. (2012). Review of the use of ‘Theory of Change’ in international development. 86. 
Weiss, C. H. (1977). Research for Policy’s Sake: The Enlightenment Function of Social Research. Policy 
Analysis, 3(4), 531–545. 
Weiss, C.H. (1995). Nothing as Practical as Good Theory: Exploring Theory-Based Evaluation for 
Comprehensive Community Initiatives for Children and Families. In J. Connell, A. Kubisch, L. 
Schorr and C. Weiss (Eds.) New Approaches to Evaluating Community Initiatives: Concepts, 
Methods and Contexts. New York: Aspen Institute (65-92). 
 
 
 
 
 
